













This	 ethnographically	 based	 study	 examines	 Swedish	 hunters’	 claims	 to	 victimhood	
through	 appeal	 to	 the	 term	 ‘persecution’.	 Perceiving	 disenfranchisement,	 injustice	 and	
discrimination	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 wolf	 conservation	 policy,	 we	 present	 hunters’	 self‐styled	
predicament	as	victimhood‐claimants	of	persecution	at	the	hands	of	a	state	that	has	been	
co‐opted	by	a	 conservationist,	 pro‐wolf	 agenda	 that	 systematically	disenfranchises	 rural	
and	 hunting	 interests	 and	 lifestyles.	 Through	 the	 phenomenological	 accounts	 of	 hunter	
respondents,	our	paper	takes	seriously	the	hunters’	perception	of	persecution	and,	likewise,	
considers	the	opposite	case	made	by	conservationists:	that	wolves	have	been,	and	continue	
to	 be,	 the	 real	 victims	 of	 persecution	 in	 the	 conflict.	 Nonetheless,	 we	 show	 that	 the	
persecution	language	as	it	 is	applied	from	opposing	parties	 in	the	conflict	 is	problematic	
inasmuch	as	it	is	focused	around	creating	a	moral	panic	and	confusion	among	the	Swedish	
























The	 concept	 of	 persecution	 is	 intended	 to	 convey	 some	 extreme	 moral	 wrong	 or	 harm	
(Kuosmanen	2014).	Such	extreme	injustice	places	the	legitimate	state	under	a	binding	obligation	
to	provide	legal	protections	for	the	victims	of	persecution	(Lister	2013).	This,	at	any	rate,	is	how	










In	 this	 paper,	 we	 explore	 a	 particular	 case	 in	 which	 self‐styled	 victimization	 is	 employed	
extensively,	 but	 counterproductively,	 from	 the	perspective	of	publicly	defensible	principles	of	


















one,	 there	may	 be	 a	 dimension	 of	 ‘paranoid	 persecution’	 (Varvin	 2005).	 Both	 Norwegian	 and	
Finnish	hunters,	 for	example,	 talk	about	a	systematic	devastation	of	the	countryside	currently	
underway	 (Bisi	 and	Kurki	2008),	 in	which	wolves	are	deployed	by	 the	 state	elites	as	biological	
weapons	to	bring	about	the	death	of	the	rural	(Bell,	Lloyd	and	Vatovec	2010).	In	Sweden,	hunters	




























argue	 that	hunters’	 claims	 to	be	persecuted	 signal	 the	need	 for	 a	 substantially	better	 informed	
public	dialogue	over	the	wolf	conservation	controversy.	Such	a	dialogue	should	look	beyond	the	








section,	we	 then	 analyze	 the	 ambivalent	 effects	 of	 these	 claims	 for	 democracy.	 Indeed,	moving	












perceived	 themselves	 to	 be	 disenfranchised	 from	 the	 polity	 at	 present.	 The	 research	was	 set	
against	a	background	of	declining	trust	in	government	on	the	part	of	the	hunting	community	in	
regard	 to	wolf	 conservation	 infringing	upon	 their	 lifestyles	 and	 livelihoods	 (	 Sandström	et	 al.	
2014;	von	Essen	et	al.	2015).	Despite	this,	self‐identified	pro‐hunting	lobbyists	or	activists	were	
not	actively	sought	out	for	interviewing.	Ordinary	hunter	respondents	were	identified	as	part	of	
a	 snowball	 approach	 that	 operated	 from	 a	 tripartite	 point	 of	 departure:	 contacts	 to	 the	
researchers;	hunters	contacted	via	the	largest	online	forum	for	hunters	in	Sweden,	Robsoft,	given	
this	is	an	all‐purpose	gathering	of	all	hunters;	and,	finally,	hunters	affiliated	with	county	branches	








respondent	 sample	 was	 representative	 of	 the	 increasing	 demographic	 diversity	 that	





















local	 state	 agencies	 and	 other	 Environmental	 Non‐Governmental	 Organisations	 (ENGO)	 they	
accused	of	being	powerful	 lobbyists,	 agenda‐setters	and	ultimately	persecutors	 in	 the	 current	











additional	 literature	 that	 provided	 historical	 accounts	 of	 past	 wolf	 hunting	 practices,	 state	
bounties	and	battues	to	kill	wolves.	One	thing	we	found	was	that	wolf	persecution	practices	are	
often	globally	 generalizable—which	we	note	 in	 select	 cases	when	 referring	 to	 literature	 from	
other	parts	of	the	world—but	the	context	focus	is	on	the	Nordic	setting	of	wolf	persecution.	It	is	
worth	noting	that,	unlike	the	North	American	tradition	of	professional	wolf	cullers	hired	by	the	






persecuted	 by	 hunters.	 In	 other	 words,	 they	 are	 the	 victims	 of	 sustained	 state‐sanctioned	
injustice.	 When	 interpreting	 the	 persecution	 of	 wolves	 loosely	 from	 Kuosmanen's	 (2014)	
perspective,	three	elements	in	particular	stand	out	as	hallmarks	of	Swedish	wolf	persecution:	(1)	
the	gruesome	techniques	used	to	kill	and	harass	them;	(2)	the	institutional	support	of	persecution	
through	 state	 laws,	 bounties	 and	 mandatory	 battues;	 and	 (3)	 accounts,	 exaggerations	 and	
denunciation	of	the	wolf’s	species‐specific	characteristics	that	make	it	a	target	for	persecution.		
	
In	 the	 Nordic	 countries,	 the	 state’s	 backing	 of	 wolf	 persecution	 has	 been	 explicit	 in	 two	
approaches.	One	was	through	bounties,	an	economic	incentive	found	worldwide	(Sharpe,	Norton	
and	Donnelley	2001;	Walker	and	Cronon	2009).	This	practice	originated	in	the	1600s	and	did	
not	 end	until	 1966	when	 the	wolf	 received	 its	protected	status.	The	second	state‐supported	





























into	 a	 moral	 panic	 that	 was	 perpetuated	 by	 the	 current	 powers	 as	 the	moral	 entrepreneurs	
(Becker	1963/1991).	Walker	and	Cronon	(2009)	agree	that	‘creating	and	killing	wolves	represent	





(Fernández‐Gil	 et	 al.	 2016).	 Hermans	 (2015)	 writes	 that	 ‘exaggeration,	 alteration,	 even	 re‐
recreation’	tended	to	characterize	wolf	stories.		
	
Species‐specific	 characteristics	 of	 the	 wolf	 that	 make	 it	 worthy	 of	 animosity	 can	 be	 found	
throughout	historical	literary	sources.	It	is	seen	as	a	thrill‐killer,	a	remorseless	serial	killer	killing	
for	sport	(Bell	2015),	bloodthirsty,	sly,	villainous	(Tillhagen	1987),	untrustworthy	and	a	threat	to	














































frequently	 surface	 in	 counterpublic	media	 (von	Essen	2015).	 ‘Proxy’	 communication	of	 illegal	






do	 not	 condone	 illegal	 hunting,	 anti‐wolf	 sentiment	 has	 festered	 in	many	 rural	 communities	
which	feel	betrayed	by	the	government	because	of	its	prioritization	of	wildlife	conservation	goals	
above	 rural	 development.	 They	 help	 reproduce	 a	 popular	 climate	 of	 state	 distrust	 and	 wolf	



































was	 powerfully	 implemented	 by	 national	 allies	 like	 the	 Swedish	 Environmental	 Protection	
Agency	(SEPA),	the	Swedish	Society	for	Nature	Protection,	the	Large	Carnivore	Association	and	
even	the	civil	servants	at	the	County	Administrative	Boards	who	were	seen	to	be	the	same	sort	of	
people	 with	 the	 same	 sort	 of	 biological	 backgrounds.	 Respondents	 insisted	 questionable	
interlinkages	existed	between	state	agencies	and	non‐state	associations;	for	example:	
	




















































The	 predicament	 was	 described	 as	 a	 hard	 blow	 to	 hunters,	 psychologically,	 socially	 and	
politically.	Predicated	on	the	understanding	that	many	rural	communities	existed	solely	because	
they	functioned	as	hunting	hubs	to	residents	or	to	‘returners’	who	had	moved	into	the	city,	the	


















































that	 rarely	 saw	 a	 police	 or	 ambulance	 pass	 through	 in	 a	 year,	 even	 when	 it	 was	 needed,	








The	major	 grievance	 lay	 not	 just	 in	 the	 public	 stigma,	 but	 also	 in	 the	 prosecutor’s	 seemingly	















controls	 things	 in	 this	country	 to	 the	extent	 that	 if	 you’re	on	 their	 radar	you’re	
basically	screwed	as	a	group,	individual,	or	whatever.	
	



























Public	 opinion	 and	 sympathy	 for	wolves,	 one	 argued,	was	 drummed	up	 in	 cushy	 charismatic	
accounts	of	the	‘media’s	wolf’	as	portrayals	of	hunters	as	thrill‐killing	sportsmen.	Respondents	































































the	 present	wolf	 conservation	 controversy,	 our	 empirical	 findings	 show	 that	 it	 is	 not	 only	 to	
rationalize	potential	 legal	transgressions	(for	which	there	was	also	quite	low	tolerance	among	
our	 sample	 of	 hunter	 respondents),	 but	 also	 as	 partisan	 politics	 to	 inspire	 sympathy	 and	
legitimacy	 for	 their	 position	 (Skogen,	Mauz	 and	 Krange	 2008;	 also	 see	 Theodorakea	 and	 von	
Essen	2016).		
	
By	 characterising	 themselves	 as	 good	 and	 honest	 law‐abiding	 people	 doing	 what	 they	 have	
always	done,	 and	 the	ENGO‐co‐opted	 state	 as	 ‘a	malevolent	 force’	 (Skogen,	Mauz	 and	Krange	







	While	 focusing	on	 the	political	 character	 and	 implications	of	 persecution	 rhetoric,	we	do	not	
question	 the	 sincerity	 of	 the	 hunters’	 self‐perceptions	 as	 victims	 of	 persecution.	 Although	 to	
assess	the	categorical	extent	to	which	hunters	are	persecuted	is	not	within	the	scope	of	this	paper,	
hunters	 are	 clearly	 not	 genuine	 victims	 of	 persecution,	 philosophically	 or	 legally	 speaking	










deprivations	 are	 experienced.	 For	 another	 thing,	 appeals	 to	 persecution	 are	 facilitated	 by	



















European	 Court	 of	 Human	 Rights.	 Indeed,	 both	 higher	 judicial	 bodies,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 ‘Burns	
Inquiry’	that	had	evaluated	the	hunting	by	hounds	of	foxes	in	the	UK,	denied	British	fox	hunters	
from	 qualifying	 as	 a	 persecuted	minority	 because	 of	 anti‐hunting	 legislation	 (see	 ‘Friend,	 the	
Countryside	Alliance	and	Others	v	the	United	Kingdom’	in,	for	example,	Nurse	2016).	
	














do	 not	 take	 seriously	 their	 victimization,	 our	 empirical	 findings	 demonstrate	 that	 hunters	




open	 up	 critical	 and	 inclusive	 democratic	 public	 deliberation,	 we	 argue	 that	 the	 hunters’	







embraced	 through	 the	 creation	 of	 novel	 democratic	 institutions—such	 as	 critical	 deliberative	
mini‐publics—that	 are	 specifically	 designed	 to	 address	 the	 concerns	 and	 self‐perceptions	 of	
alienated	minorities	(Niemeyer	2014)	and	bring	back	disengaged	citizens	into	public	arenas	of	





perceiving	 themselves	 as	 a	 persecuted	minority	 in	 contemporary	 Swedish	 society.	Moreover,	
those	 initiating	 the	mini‐public	 contribute	 to	 the	 selection	 of	 experts	 from	 the	 scientific	 and	
judicial	 communities	 to	 provide	 relevant	 information	 to	 the	 randomly	 selected	 citizen	
deliberators.	 But	 the	 partisans	who	 initiate	 the	mini‐public	 are	 required	 to	 submit	 to	 critical	












We	 have	 interpreted	 the	 phenomenological	 predicament	 of	 Swedish	 hunters	 within	 the	
framework	 of	 their	 self‐perceptions	 as	 persecuted	 victims	 of	 wolf	 conservation	 policy.	 Here,	
hunters’	 claims	 to	 victimhood	 competed	 with	 the	 victimhood	 status	 claimed	 for	 wolves	 by	





secure	 judicial	 support	 for	 their	 self‐perceptions	 as	 victimized.	 Our	 recommendation	 was	 to	







foundation	 on	which	 to	 adjudicate	 the	 partisan	 rivalry	 of	 hunters	 and	 conservationists.	 Such	
mediating	 and	 critical	 approaches	 must	 be	 sought	 whenever	 claims	 of	 discrimination	 and	
persecution	are	invoked	by	citizens	marginalized	by	state	policy.		
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